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Abstract
I	reinterpret	traditional	woven	techniques	to	create
permeable	handcrafted	screens,	by	using	archival
research	of	historical	passementerie	and	gauze	structures.
Conceptually,	these	textiles	are	an	exploration	of	how
wonder	can	be	reached	through	exquisite	craft,	a	result	of
valuable	raw	materials	combined	with	fine	hand
manipulation.	I	attempt	to	distinguish	a	kind	of	wonder
that	exists	as	a	tactile	sensation	based	on	haptic	sight	of
minutia,	versus	the	sublime	as	an	experience	of	optical
sight	of	distant	objects.	
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1Introduction
I	yearn	to	make	textiles	that	are	so	meticulous	in
construction,	that	people	ask	how	they	were	created,
evoking	the	question	this	couldn’t	possibly	be	handmade?!	A
feeling	of	wonder,	a	bit	like	walking	into	a	cathedral	and
being	overtaken	by	the	glowing	stained	glass.	On	the	first
impression,	you	are	lifted	by	emotion.	Moved.	How	else
can	I	say	that?	You	understand,	mentally	acknowledge,
that	human	hands	crafted	these	windows,	but	the
experience	is	so	profound	that	it	upends	that	human-ness
of	it.	
Early	on	in	our	second	year	we	had	an	exercise	in
our	writing	class,	and	my	peers	were	asked	to	answer
questions	about	my	work	as	if	they	were	me.	I	want	to
bring	up	a	particularly	relevant	question	and	answer:	If
your	work	could	make	people	feel	a	certain	way,	what
would	that	experience	be	like?
2								 Winnie	responding	as	me:	Elevated.	An
enhancement	of	the	moment.	Specific.	Cared	for.	Appreciated.
Uniqueness.	Curated.	Light.	Transient.	Warm.
								 Cassie	responding	as	me:	Freshness...but	the
particular	thrill	of	discovery	in	the	mind.	Delight	in	seeing
something	in	nature	for	the	first	time,	but	also	the	“aha!”
feeling	that	you	have	ownership	in.	It	doesn’t	happen	to	you...
it	happens	by	you.
	
Months	before	I	started	writing	this	thesis	essay,	it
was	as	if	my	peers	were	trying	to	describe	an	experience
of	wonder,	before	I	had	realized	that’s	what	I	was
seeking.	They	described	a	moment	where	you’re	so
overtaken	by	beauty,	craft,	or	the	sheer	mystery	of	how
something	was	made	that	time	seems	to	slow	down.
In	this	book,	I	explore	ideas	of	wonder	as	an
experience	that	can	reached	through	the	witnessing	of
exquisite	craft.
3James	Turrell,	The	Color	Inside,	2012.	Photograph	by	Florian
Holzherr.
4I.	WONDER
Philosopher	Harry	Underwood	talks	about	how	the
feeling	of	wonder	by	describing	that:	
things	must	lose	their	ordinary	reality—the	reality
that	we	attribute	to	them—and	resolve	themselves
into	pure	phenomena.	They	slip	their	moorings.	We
feel	this	as	a	displacement	of	our	own	ordinary
experience,	and	the	moment	as	being	suspended	in
time.	Yet	this	is	not	felt	to	be	an	encounter	with
unreality,	but	instead	with	a	greater	reality.															
Underwood's	goal	is	to	define	beauty,	but	I	think	it	is
worthwhile	to	note	his	particular	perception	of	time.(1)	A
singular	moment	in	time	is	never	experienced	the	same
1.	Harry	Underwood,	The	Experience	of	Beauty:	Seven	Essays	and	a
Dialogue.	(McGill-Queen's	University	Press,	2016)	8.
5for	any	two	people.	Moments	in	time,	if	thought	about
and	preserved	to	memory,	no	longer	exists	the	same	way.
Every	time	we	access	our	memories,	we	degrade	the
memory	slightly,	like	a	jpeg	edited	and	saved	over	and
over	again.	And	yet,	time	in	those	memories	of	singular
moments,	elongates.	It’s	like	scenes	from	movies	where
the	everything	turns	to	slow	motion.	The	“tock”	of	the
clock	turns	into	an	elongated	“toooooccccckkkk”	that
ends	in	a	distinct	thud.
The	same	happens	during	tiny	instances	of	beauty
or	joy.	Like	when	you	walk	into	a	room	and	inhale	the
smell	of	a	cinnamon	apple	pie.	Or	when	you	slink	into	a
bath	of	hot	water	when	your	toes	are	cold.	Or	when	you
look	into	the	river	at	the	right	time	to	see	a	family	of	baby
ducks	swimming	by.	You	have	to	take	the	time	to	notice
these	things.	It	is	a	way	of	training	the	eye,	of	looking	at
the	world	a	specific	way.	You	must	choose	to	experience
this	greater	reality	which	is	wonder.	What	color	is	the	sky
when	you	wake	up?	Did	your	plant	sprout	a	new	flower
overnight?	This	type	of	observation	allows	us	to	become
immersed	in	the	slowed	down	moments	of	our	lives.
I	heard	in	a	recent	TED	talk	the	quote,	“Mystery	is
not	about	traveling	to	new	places	but	looking	with	new
eyes."(2)	The	speaker	was	talking	about	contemporary
notions	of	fidelity,	but	I	think	it	holds	truth	in	a	larger
application.	The	way	that	we	look	at	the	world,	noticing
2.	Quote	from	Marcel	Proust
3.	Passage	written	while	looking	out	of	the	window	of	CIT	in
downtown	Providence	on	February	24,	2018.
6the	details,	allows	us	to	experience	this	deeper	reality.	It
makes	room	for	more	mystery	in	our	everyday
experience.
I’ve	said	before	that	I	see	things	that	other	people
fail	to	notice.	I	think	that’s	generally	true.	I	guess	I	hope
to	make	things	that	give	opportunity	for	other	people	to
take	note	too.	Just	looking	out	the	window	right	now,	as	I
write,	my	vision	is	filled	with	gray	light.	It’s	not	so	thick
as	a	fog,	but	it	wraps	around	everything	visible	in	the
horizon.	It	floats	down	and	encircles	buildings,	trees,	and
light	posts.	The	sky	is	not	light	and	not	dark.	It	appears
like	an	endless	blue-gray	haze	that	stretches	further	than
you	can	see.	The	brightest	thing	around	is	the	reflection
on	the	wet	brick	sidewalk,	highlighting	the	herringbone
zigzag	pattern	in	which	they	are	laid.	This	kind	of	looking
lends	itself	to	poetics,	even	though	it	is	grounded	in	keen
observation.(3)
7Sight	and	Sublime	versus	Touch	and	Wonder
Plato	talked	about	prioritizing	vision	as	the	main
sense,	with	touch	always	being	secondary.	His	attention
was	focused	on	transcendence	of	the	body,	which	vision
(and	I	would	say	the	sublime)	allows	for.	Touch	for	Plato
was	inextricably	linked	with	emotion	and	the	body,
seemingly	limiting	one’s	ability	for	mental
transcendence.	Elizabeth	D.	Harvey,	Professor	of	English
at	the	University	of	Toronto,	claims	that	“the	relative
supremacy	of	vision	for	Plato	[…]	inheres	in	its	ability	to
see	things	at	a	great	distance:	stars,	the	sun,	the	heavens.
The	sight	of	the	alternations	of	night	and	day	created
numbers,	Plato	tells	us,	which	gave	us	time,	and	the
ability	to	inquire	“about	the	nature	of	the	universe.”(4)
This	suggests	that	sight	would	lead	to	rational
understanding,	more	so	than	touch.
Touch,	or	understanding	your	surroundings
though	tactile	sensation,	is	predicated	on	the	idea	of
close	proximity.	It	is	the	experience	of	coming	into	direct,
if	not	physical,	contact	with	something.	When	this
sensation	is	also	linked	to	wonder,	it	might	seem	like	a
description	of	the	sublime.	I	would	argue	however,	that
the	sublime	requires	a	certain	amount	of	distance	to
behold	great	awe.	It	is	like	standing	on	the	edge	of	a	cliff,
looking	down	into	the	vast	rocky	and	unpredictable
ocean	stretching	out	for	miles	until	it	meets	the	vague
horizon	line.	Cue	here	the	painting	Wanderer	above	the
Sea	of	Fog,	which	is	a	common	Romantic	painting
associated	with	academic	explanations	of	the	sublime.
Wonder	on	the	other	hand,	when	in	relation	to	touch,
relies	on	a	closeness	between	the	viewer	and	the	object.
8Caspar	David	Friedrich,	Wanderer	above	the	Sea	of	Fog,	1819
94.	Elizabeth	D.	Harvey,	“The	Portal	of	Touch.”	(The	American
Historical	Review,	vol.	116,	no.	2,	2011)	387.
5.	Idris	Parry:	“Rilke	and	Things”	Obscure	Objects	of	Desire.	(Crafts
Council,	1997)	13-14
It	is	more	felt	more	in	the	body,	than	sublime	which	is
felt	in	the	mind.	It	is	inspired	by	the	numerous	minute
details,	rather	than	the	immensity	of	the	sublime.
Fascination	and	the	Ineffable
While	researching	touch	(not	intentionally	in
relation	to	textiles)	I	came	across	this	passage	by	Rainer
Maria	Rilke,	one	of	my	favorite	poets:	
Just	as	when	I	stood	in	front	of	that	lace	so	many
years	ago	in	Paris,	so	now,	before	me	this	display	of
complex	fabrics,	I	suddenly	grasped	the	essence	of
the	shawl.	But	to	express	it?	Again	a	fiasco.	Only	in
this	way	perhaps,	only	in	the	transformations
inherent	in	a	tangible	and	slow	manual	craft,	can
there	result	complete	and	cryptic	equivalents	of	life,
equivalents	which	language	still	approaches	only	in	a
roundabout	way.”(5)	
It	seems	like	for	even	Rilke,	whose	medium	is	words	and
language…	poetry	even,	that	verbally	explaining	the
sensation	of	cloth	was	impossible.	It	relates	to	the	idea	of
knowing/unknowing	that	I	talk	about	in	Chapter	II:
Craftsmanship	and	Understanding.	Rilke	could	recognize
this	essence	of	fabric	as	a	sensation	accompanied	with
the	frustration	of	being	unable	to	describe	it.
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Haptic	Seeing	and	Memory	
I’m	sitting	outside	of	North	Bakery	in	downtown
Providence.	It’s	early	October	in	the	late	morning	and
the	air	is	glowing.	It’s	that	feeling	right	before	it	gets
really	hot,	or	maybe	the	glow	is	exaggerated	due	to	me
sitting	on	a	picnic	table	of	polyurethane	coated	pine.	Is
there	a	disease	that	causes	you	to	lose	sensation?	There’s
blindness,	hearing	loss,	loss	of	taste.	But	can	you	lose
your	sense	of	touch	over	your	whole	body?	It	makes	me
think	of	the	opposite—of	having	a	phantom	limb—
feeling	sensation	when	that	part	of	your	body	doesn’t
exist	anymore.	
I	was	once	asked	as	an	artist	if	I	would	rather	be
blind	or	have	no	hands,	and	the	question	troubled	me.	If
I	was	blind,	I	could	never	again	see	a	ballet	performance
or	the	sun	rise.	I	wouldn’t	be	able	to	draw	or	paint	what	I
saw.	But	without	hands?	Not	being	able	to	weave	or	hold
someone’s	hand?	The	list	of	things	I	would	miss	feeling
with	my	fingertips	seemed	endless.	I	would	be	removed
from	the	most	immediate	way	of	being	able	to	experience
my	surroundings,	through	touch.	
But	there	is	also	touch	in	our	memory,	which
allows	our	sight	to	have	so	much	meaning.	That	I	could
see	the	texture	of	wood	tabletop,	coated	in	thick	amber
6.	Haptic	originates	from	the	Greek	haptesthai,	meaning	"to	touch"
7.	Alois	Riegl	(1858-1905)	was	an	Austrian	art	historian	and	a	major
figure	in	establishing	art	history	as	a	self-sufficient	academic
discipline	
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8.	As	a	note,	there	is	a	word	relationship	between	the	human	hand
and	the	hand	of	a	fabric.	“The	hand	is	thus	an	instrument	of	sensible
knowing,	and	although	the	faculty	of	touch	is	distributed	through
the	body,	the	hand	possesses	exquisite	sensitivity	through	its
concentration	of	touch	receptors,”	The	Portal	of	Touch,	pp	396.
Interestingly,	in	the	textile	industry,	we	also	refer	to	the	“hand”	of	a
fabric	as	the	overall	tactile	experience	when	you	touch	it.	If	it	is
smooth	and	soft,	or	boardy,	etc.	
shellac	and	know	that	it	is	smooth,	is	because	I’ve	felt	it
before.	It	is	reminiscent	of	a	Mexican	restaurant	that	I
used	to	go	to	in	Georgia,	where	there	was	so	much	finish
on	the	top	of	the	table	that	it	felt	like	glassy	enamel	with
rounded	edges.	Within	disciplines	of	craft,	there	is	an
amount	of	embodied	knowing	gained	through	practice.
You	can	predict	how	something	will	respond,	because
you	can	imagine	it	in	your	hands,	because	you’ve	done	it
so	many	times	before.	I	can	often	see	in	my	mind’s	eye
how	a	material	will	behave	in	a	certain	situation,	without
needing	to	try	it	in	reality.	
I	guess	I’ve	always	wondered	about	synesthesia,
since	I	read,	“The	Man	who	Mistook	His	Wife	for	a	Hat,”
by	Oliver	Sacks.	Synesthesia	is	when	you	have	a	sense
impression	where	you	should	have	another,	for	instance,
you	hear	music	but	see	colors.	Haptic	sight,	in	contrast,	is
looking	at	something	so	acutely	that	you	can	feel	what
you	are	looking	at.	It	is	experiencing	touch	through	the
faculty	of	vision.(6)	Originally	a	phrase	coined	by	Alois
Riegl,(7)	Gilles	Deleuze	has	been	more	recently	associated
with	the	"haptic	seeing",	especially	in	regards	to
analyzing	the	work	of	Francis	Bacon.	
Touch	in	general	allows	us	to	establish
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relationships	between	ourselves,	the	world,	and	the
people	around	us.	Our	familiarity	with	touching	fabric
however	is	so	intimate	that	we	often	overlook	it.	Blankets
swaddle	us	at	birth,	transform	our	bodies	daily,
communicate	identity	and	rituals,	and	comfort	us	as	we
sleep.	Ultimately	textiles	are	so	ubiquitous	in	our	lives,
that	we	can	easily	conjure	up	the	experience	of	touching
a	worn	cotton	towel,	flannel	sheets	in	the	winter,	a
creased	linen	pillow,	or	a	silk	dress.	
Consider	the	phrase	silk	against	your	cheek,	as	Rilke
considered	the	shawl.	Think	about	the	sensation	of	silk
against	your	cheek	as	a	kind	of	haptic	sight.	It’s	so	specific.
Silk	fabric	is	known	for	being	luxurious,	thin	and	strong,
lustrous,	smooth,	soft.	“Silky”	is	used	as	an	adjective	to
describe	this	sensation.	To	feel	silk	against	your	cheek
insinuates	a	brushing	motion,	or	of	lying	your	head	down
on	a	silk	pillowcase	or	leaning	in	for	a	kiss.	It’s	intimate
and	sensual.	The	cheek	is	also	so	delicate	and	sensitive,
but	also	personal.	Our	faces	are	only	touched	by	the
people	closest	to	us,	lovers	and	family,	in	our	lives.	It	also
makes	me	think	of	a	temperature.	Like	a	coolness
slipping	past.	Or	of	skimming	across	the	ocean	in	a	boat,
with	the	water	gliding	through	your	outstretched	fingers.
(8)	
The	surface	of	the	water	can	act	like	a	barrier,	as	a
thin	transformable	edge	between	two	worlds.	There	is
something	alluring	about	it.	It’s	meditative,	reflective,
and	transparent.	Its	waves	are	rhythmic	and	patterned,
and	yet	never	repeated	in	the	exact	same	way.	Strong	and
powerful,	but	easily	wrinkled	by	the	wind.	It	lets	you	see
yourself	and	holds	many	people’s	secrets.	
I	think	people	generally	think	of	the	surface	of	the
water	from	above	looking	down.	If	you’ve	been	scuba
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	9.	Ando,	Yoko.	The	Textiles	of	Yoko	Ando:	Weaving	Spaces	
and	Structures.	(Lixil	Publishing,	2015)	pp.19
10.	Eggler,	Marianne.	“Divide	and	Conquer:	Ludwig	Mies	Van	Der
Rohe	and	Lilly	Reich's	Fabric	Partitions	at	the	Tugendhat	House.”
(Studies	in	the	Decorative	Arts,	vol.	16,	no.	2,	2009)	pp.	76.
diving,	you	might	instead	think	of	the	surface	as	looking
up	with	the	sun’s	rays	piercing	through.	
Permeable	Barriers	
Just	as	our	skin	acts	as	a	mediator	between	us	and
the	world	around	us,	or	the	water's	surface	acts	as	a
threshold	between	spaces,	so	too	textiles	perform	in
interior	spaces.	Yoko	Ando,	a	Japanese	interior	textile
designer,	describes	that,	“see-through	textiles	change
how	the	world	and	things	on	their	far	side	look,	in	ways
that	vary	with	the	nature	of	their	transparency.	In	this
sense,	textiles	are	similar	to	light….	Both	stand	between
people	and	architecture,	acting	as	mediators,	go-
betweens.”(9)
We	think	of	light	as	illuminating	or	revealing	the
truth	about	things,	yet	that	is	only	true	when	something
is	lit	from	the	front	or	above.	When	backlit,	objects	lose
detail.	They	become	mysterious	silhouettes	only
punctuated	by	movement.	There	is	a	precedent	for	textile
defined	spaces,	notably	by	Mies	van	der	Rohe	and	Lilly
Reich,	addressing	the	“conceptions	concerning	public
and	private,	outside	and	inside,	clad	and	naked,
structural	and	decorative	[…]”(10)	and	it	would	be
interesting	to	juxtapose	their	domestic	draperies	with
such	public	space	curtains	of	Petra	Blaisse	and	her
company,	Inside	Outside,	but	that	discussion	may	need
to	be	continued	in	another	book.
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Antony	Gormley,	Blind	Light,	2007	
Inside	Outside,	Chazen	Museum	of	Art,	Madison,
Wisconsin,	2008	-	2011	
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Above:	My	working	diagram	of	where	the	Exquisite	exists:	as	the
space	where	Craft	overlaps	with	Wonder.
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II.	CRAFTSMANSHIP	AND
UNDERSTANDING
Does	Understanding	Undermine	Wonder?	
You	might	be	surprised	to	learn	that	there	isn't	a
terrible	amount	of	literature	on	the	subject	of	wonder.
One	of	the	best	sources	I	found	was	"Explode	Every
Day,"	the	book	accompanying	a	show	of	the	same	name	at
MASS	MoCA	in	2017.	Similar	to	Underwood's
description	of	suspending	time,	the	authors	of	"Explode
Every	Day"	define	wonder,	"as	a	form	of	learning,	an
intermediate,	highly	particular	state	akin	to	a	sort	of
suspension	of	the	mind	between	ignorance	and
enlightenment	that	marks	the	end	of	unknowing	and	the
beginning	of	knowing.”(11)	So	how	much	(or	how	little)
11.	Markonish,	Denise,	et	al.	Explode	Every	Day:	an	Inquiry	into	the
Phenomena	of	Wonder.	(MASS	MoCA,	2016)	71.	
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Above:	"Passementerie	making."	The	Encyclopedia	of	Diderot	&
d'Alembert	Collaborative	Translation	Project.	Ann	Arbor:	Michigan
Publishing,	University	of	Michigan	Library,	2010.	Web.	8	May	2018.
<http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.did2222.0001.649>.	Trans.	of
"Passementier,"	Encyclopédie	ou	Dictionnaire	raisonné	des	sciences,	des
arts	et	des	métiers,	vol.	11	(plates).	Paris,	1772.
Right:	Studies	of	passementerie	patterns	and	original	designs	in	my
studio.
Previous	page	left:	RISD	Museum,	gold	passementerie	trim.	Accession
number	11.155
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does	someone	need	to	know	in	order	to	experience
wonder?	
Supposedly,	the	role	of	greater	scientific
understanding	meant	that	more	things	are	empirically
explained,	and	thus	less	things	are	miraculous	or
wonderful.	For	to	understand	how	something	works,
should	mean	that	it	is	not	full	of	wonder.	But	what	about
an	object	that	you	know	and	still	is	wonderful?	For
instance,	a	rainbow	is	an	obvious	example.	We	know	that
a	rainbow	is	caused	from	the	reflection	of	light	in	water,
but	it	is	still	wonderful	to	look	at.	Or	in	textiles,	we	could
consider	a	handwoven	piece	of	lace.	Even	a	lace	maker
may	marvel	at	the	lace,	being	fully	intimate	with	the
mechanics	of	its	making,	and	yet	still	blown	away	by	its
craft	or	sheer	level	of	mastery.	You	know	how	this	thing
was	created,	but	you	still	marvel	at	its	being,	its	beauty,
its	effect	in	light.	
What	do	we	then	call	a	manmade	object	that	is
understandable	and	wonderful?	I	would	argue	that	would
be	the	exquisite.	Please	refer	to	the	diagram	showing	the
known	and	unknown	where	the	exquisite	exists.	Is	it	a
known	unknown?	
That	might	seem	like	a	ridiculous	question,	but	it
comes	from	a	pretty	famous	quote	by	Donald	Rumsfeld,
former	Secretary	of	Defense.	In	addressing	the
Department	of	Defense,	he	said,	"Reports	that	say	that
something	hasn't	happened	are	always	interesting	to	me
because	as	we	know,	there	are	known	knowns;	there	are
things	we	know	we	know.	We	also	know	there	are	known
unknowns;	that	is	to	say	we	know	there	are	some	things
we	do	not	know.	But	there	are	also	unknown	unknowns
—the	ones	we	don't	know	we	don't	know."
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Maybe	that’s	why	I	enjoy	ceramics.	There’s	a
certain	amount	of	faith	that	is	required.	As	much
experience	you	have	throwing,	or	knowledge	of	chemistry
and	glazes,	there	is	a	degree	of	magic	that	happens	when
you	put	a	piece	into	a	kiln	and	take	it	out	again.	It	is	a
time	of	transformation,	that	as	much	as	you	can	control
the	material	and	form,	nature	or	all	of	the	elements	that
go	into	the	atmosphere,	inevitably	also	play	a	part	in
determining	the	final	piece.	
	
Perfection	versus	the	Exquisite	
Where	does	perfection	fall	in	this	conversation	of
craftsmanship?	I	think	it	would	depend	on	what	we’re
talking	about.	If	it’s	the	perfect	croissant….	It	would	be
melt	in	your	mouth	buttery.	Crisp,	exposing	hundreds	of
layers	when	you	take	your	first	bite.	The	interior	would
be	full	of	a	variety	of	air	pockets,	that	give	the	pastry	its
springy	texture.	It	would	be	golden	brown,	not	pale,	not
too	dark.	It	would	fit	comfortably	in	one	hand,	not	so
large	that	you’d	be	embarrassed	if	someone	saw	you
eating	it.	It	would	make	the	ever-so-satisfying	“crrrrshhh”
sound	as	your	teeth	go	through	the	cumulative	layers.	It
wouldn’t	need	jam	or	sugar—not	even	almond	or
chocolate.	It	would	be	perfect	all	on	its	own—in	its
simple,	straightforward,	well	crafted,	fresh	way.	It	might
even	be	all	the	more	perfect,	because	it	won’t	be	perfect
tomorrow.	That	in	that	this	moment,	it	is	the	best	it	can
possibly	be.	It	is	important	to	note	that	this	croissant
could	be	perfect,	but	it	is	not	exquisite.	For	the	exquisite,
let's	discuss	how	it	relates	to	textiles.
Things	are	perhaps	the	most	interesting	when	they
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are	curious	or	rare,	when	they	defy	your	understanding
of	them.	For	example,	most	weaving,	throughout	the
world	and	history	is	based	on	interlacements	of	a	warp
and	weft	at	a	90-degree	angle.	When	this	common
standard	is	thrown	out	the	window,	that’s	cause	for	me	as
a	textile	designer,	to	start	to	experience	wonder.	
For	example,	leno	weaving,	a	subset	of	cross-
weaving,	twists	and	untwists	around	the	weft	to	create	a
highly	stable	gauze	weave.	Or	passementerie	techniques
are	fascinating	compositions	of	hand-manipulated
discontinuous	wefts	on	the	loom,	like	a	perforated
tapestry	technique.	A	weaver	can	understand	the	process,
but	the	craft	required,	the	sheer	number	of	human	hours
needed	to	produce	this	thing,	seems	incomprehensible.
And	it	isn’t	just	the	hours	of	labor.	Consider	the	number
of	years	of	experience	someone	would	need	to
accumulate	in	order	to	even	know	how	to	perform	the
task.	A	craftsman’s	body	is	full	of	embodied	time,
knowledge,	and	labor.	
I’m	conjuring	up	memories	of	watching	behind
the	scenes	videos	released	from	Chanel’s	atelier.	I	think
precision	could	also	be	considered	as	part	of	the	Chanel
atelier	atmosphere.	Impeccable.	As	precise	as	humanly
possible,	with	all	of	the	energy	that	comes	with	being
handmade.	No	details	overlooked	and	not	a	thread	left
unclipped.	
There’s	definitely	an	appeal	to	the	fashion	houses’
production.	The	clothes	are	limited	and	extraordinarily
expensive.	But	every	element	has	been	laid	by	hand,	with
feathers	placed	by	tweezers	and	sequins	stitched,	one	by
one,	to	cover	the	entire	surface.	The	progress	feels	slow
and	at	the	same	time	fast.	There	are	images	of
24
Chanel	embroidery	from	Spring-Summer	2017	Haute	Couture
collection
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embroidery	stretched	out,	silver	scissors	slicing	through
charmeuse,	and	a	model	twirling	in	front	of	a	designer.	
It’s	the	feeling	of	being	in	a	beehive,	with	the
workers	busy,	moving	from	one	task	to	the	next,	not
hurried	but	always	busy.	But	together,	the	efforts	build
into	something	bigger	than	all	of	them.	The	workers	have
no	individuality.	It	is	only	the	queen	bee,	or	creative
director,	that	that	has	a	name	and	personality	and	gets	to
wear	clothes	with	a	statement	to	work.	But	all	of	the
workers	believe	in	their	craft.	It	fulfills	them.	And
generally,	there’s	a	move	to	preserving	that	craft	by
teaching	younger	people	who	will	eventually	take	their
place.	
In	a	recent	essay	about	the	pleasures	of
miniatures,	Alice	Gregory	talks	about	precision	of	craft
that	is	similar	to	this	couture	environment.	She	states
that,	“[E]xactitude	is	something	we’re	seldom	given
permission	to	relish.	We’ve	even	been	taught	to	distrust
it.	When	we	say	a	painter	has	'technical	skills,'	we	mean
that	her	work	is	not	creative;	when	we	say	an	actor	is	a
'good	mimic,'	we	mean	that	his	performances	lack	soul.	It
is	a	relief,	then,	to	be	in	the	presence	of	precision	—	and
be	allowed	to	like	it.”(12)	Is	perhaps	then,	the	exquisite
found	when	you	see	the	soul	in	the	mechanical?
12.	Gregory,	Alice.	“Little	Things:	The	Outsized	Pleasures	of	the
Very	Small.”	Harper's	Magazine,	1	Feb.	2017,	harpers.org/archive/
2017/02/little-things.
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Requirements	for	the	Exquisite:	
To	me,	the	exquisite	is	beyond	perfect.	It	is	the
thing	which	causes	wonder	in	the	beholder.	Perfect
would	be	as	a	machine	would	produce:	without	flaws,
uniform,	replicable...	like	a	perfect	croissant.	Exquisite
transcends	perfection	by	being	the	only	one	or	the
original,	like	a	rainbow	or	a	hand	embroidered	dress.
Such	exquisite	objects	or	experiences	can	only	be	created
by	a	master	or	nature	itself.	
When	does	the	ordinary	turn	into	the	exquisite?
Does	it	have	to	do	with	artistry	and	making?	Is	perhaps
nature	responsible	for	beauty,	and	man	is	responsible	for
crafting	it	into	the	exquisite?	It	is	a	breathtaking	feeling
accompanied	by	expert	skill	and	a	bit	of	rarity.	And	to
that	end,	the	object	must	have	a	sort	of	function.	The
feeling	of	pleasure	will	be	most	profound	for	people	with
experience	to	understand	what	they	are	looking	at.	
	
To	clarify,	my	requirements	for	the	exquisite	are:	(13)
1.	We	find	pleasure	in	perceiving	exceptional	
craftsmanship,	and	thus	judge	something	
exquisite.	
2.	It	is	not	a	universal	experience,	when	to	
experience	the	exquisite	you	must	possess	
prerequisite	knowledge.	It	is	not	“common”	
sense;	It	is	a	learned	sense.	
3.	The	experience	is	marked	by	a	close	physical	
proximity	of	the	beholder	to	the	beholden	
4.	The	object’s	numerous	details	sum	up	to	create	
an	acute	exquisite	experience	
5.	The	object	elegantly	suits	its	intended	function
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13.	My	requirements	of	exquisite	are	based	on	Kant's	requirements
for	beauty:	"First,	they	are	disinterested,	meaning	that	we	take
pleasure	in	something	because	we	judge	it	beautiful,	rather	than
judging	it	beautiful	because	we	find	it	pleasurable.	Second	and	third,
such	judgments	are	both	universal	and	necessary.	This	means
roughly	that	it	is	an	intrinsic	part	of	the	activity	of	such	a	judgment
to	expect	others	to	agree	with	us.	Fourth,	through	aesthetic
judgments,	beautiful	objects	appear	to	be	‘purposive	without
purpose’.	an	object	is	purposive	if	it	appears	to	have	such	a	purpose;
if,	in	other	words,	it	appears	to	have	been	made	or	designed.	But	it	is
part	of	the	experience	of	beautiful	objects,	Kant	argues,	that	they
should	affect	us	as	if	they	had	a	purpose,	although	no	particular
purpose	can	be	found."
Exquisite	Details	
“Art	steals	its	magic	from	the	everyday."	It	is	about
when	you	look	at	something	close	enough	that	you
question	what	you	thought	you	knew.	The	task	of	the
artist	is	to	scrutinize,	"the	appearances	so	closely	(as	in	the
fur	of	the	hare	in	Durer’s	watercolour)	that	they	seem	to	be—a
paradox—impossibly	real...	The	sense	of	seeing	again	for	the
first	time...	expresses	the	mystery	of	what	is	seen.”(14)
I	remember	seeing	this	etching	in	high	school,
Durer’s	Hare,	rendered	in	remarkable	detail.	Until	that
point,	my	goal	as	an	artist	was	to	be	a	realistic	painter.	I
hoped	to	be	technically	accomplished,	to	be	able	to	draw
in	perfect	perspective	and	create	as	real	as	life
representations.	Once	I	saw	this	etching,	though,	that
was	the	end	to	my	pursuit	as	a	seventeen-year-old
photorealistic	painter.	The	animal	had	such	a	personality,
such	a	presence,	with	every	hair	so	finely	articulated	that
it	felt	soft	in	my	eyes.	
After	that,	I	started	to	study	and	make	abstract
compositions.	I	focused	on	texture,	which	probably	led	to
my	interest	in	textiles.	I	now	actually	stay	very	far	away
30
Albrecht	Dürer,	Young	Hare,	1502
14.	Harry	Underwood,	The	Experience	of	Beauty:	Seven	Essays	and
a	Dialogue.	(McGill-Queen's	University	Press,	2016)	95.
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from	representation,	believing	that	the	image	can	be	a
distracting	feature	of	the	work,	though	the	role	of	details
and	the	quality	of	the	object	remains	highly	important.	
These	details	remind	me	of	the	natural	objects	I
find	myself	collecting.	These	objects	are	not	necessarily
interesting	if	you	quickly	look	at	them.	That’s	probably
why	I	am	able	to	pick	them	off	the	ground	before
someone	else.	When	you	look	closely,	at	for	example	a
feather,	you	can	see	the	edge	is	finer	than	a	knife.	The
hairs	are	so	impressively	thin—that	I	think	I've	made	it
up	when	I	look	so	intently.	Tiny	ripples	of	reflection—
glowing	yellow—a	highlighter	embodied.	I	know	that	I
could	count	each	segment.	But	know	that	if	I	did,	that	I
would	lose	track.	It	seems	funny	to	think	that	something
has	a	finite,	absolute	number,	but	that	will	never	be
known.	Here	again,	we	run	into	a	known	unknown.
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Detail	of	Gian	Lorenzo	Bernini,	Pluto	and	Proserpina,	1621-22	
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III.	MATERIALS	
Alchemy	and	Transmutation	
	
There	is	a	way	for	craft	to	surpass	the	known	and
move	into	the	exquisite.	When	a	material	has	been	so
carefully	considered,	when	it	has	been	worked	by	a
master’s	hand,	the	material	becomes	more	than	what	it	is.
This	seems	like	a	modern-day	version	of	alchemy.(15)	In
Bernini’s	sculpture	Pluto	and	Proserpina	(we	might	be
more	familiar	with	the	names	Hades	and	Persephone),	we
know	that	the	sculpture	is	made	of	Carrara	marble.	We
can	see	the	stone’s	creamy	pale	color	and	note	the	slight
satin	sheen	that	comes	with	polishing.	And	yet,
Proserpina’s	flesh	gives	way	to	Pluto’s	grasp.	We	can	feel,
in	our	own	bodies,	the	sensation	of	being	touched.	The
sculpture	is	marble	and	it	isn’t.	The	stone	has	been
transmuted	into	flesh,	frozen	in	one	precipitous	moment
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in	time,	allowing	us	to	haptically	see	the	physical	struggle
between	Proserpina	and	the	god	of	the	underworld.	
In	a	similar	way,	Yoshoika’s	Water	Block
transforms	glass,	which	we	know	as	a	hard	and
immovable	surface,	into	a	slice	of	water	that	ripples	in
space.	The	shadows	and	reflections	morph	through	the
day’s	angle	of	light,	undulating	on	the	floor	and	the	walls
as	a	true	body	of	water	would	create.	
These	are	material	illusions,	created	through	a
mastery	of	material.	In	textiles	there	are	other	visual
phenomena,	such	as	moire,	which	creates	an	experience
reminiscent	to	the	Water	Block.	As	you	move	around	the
space	or	the	textile	moves	around	you,	what	you	see
changes	before	your	eyes.	What	is	created	is	a	visual
flickering,	or	moire,	when	parallel	lines	with	transparent
gaps	are	overlaid.	This	optical	effect	is	seen	in	screens
and	architecture,	but	the	phrase	comes	from	fabric.	In
textiles,	moiré	patterns	are	created	using	fabric	with	tiny
parallel	ridges	(or	ribs).	The	fabric	goes	through	a
calendaring	process,	where	it	is	pressed	between	rollers
using	heat	and	high	pressure,	distorting	the	angle	of	the
ribs.	Once	such	a	fabric	is	exposed	to	light,	the	multitude
of	directional	planes	of	the	ribs	catch	the	light	in
simultaneous	different	ways,	causing	it	to	look	rippled.
15.	Alchemy	was	historically	the	quest	to	transform	matter.	The	most
notable	example	of	alchemy	is	trying	to	turn	base	metals	into	gold.
16.	Harry	Underwood,	The	Experience	of	Beauty:	Seven	Essays	and	a
Dialogue.	(McGill-Queen's	University	Press,	2016)	pp	5.
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Tokujin	Yoshioka's	Water	Block,	2002
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You	might	be	familiar	with	the	phrase	watered	silk?
These	are	all	examples	of	one	material	being
transformed,	as	if	through	alchemy,	into	another
material.	But	what	if	a	material	was	used	to	represent
itself?
I	remember	being	in	chorus	class	in	high	school,
singing	a	song	about	a	girl	swinging	which	must	have
been	related	to	Fragonard's	Rococo	painting.	My	teacher
described	a	technique	in	music	called	lyrical	painting,
where	as	the	swing	went	up	in	the	song,	the	notes	we
sang	also	rose	in	pitch	to	follow.	I’ve	always	wondered	if
there	was	a	material	equivalent	with	physical	objects.	For
example,	if	a	tapestry	used	real	gold	to	weave	details	of
jewelry	on	portraits,	or	if	a	drawing	of	a	desert	was	made
with	dusty	chalk	pastel,	there	is	a	material	mimicry	of	the
subject	in	the	medium	itself.
	
Variations	in	Scale	
Diagrams	are	maps	with	the	most	basic
information	often	using	technical	colors	or	no	color	at
all.	Through	research	and	close	looking	of	historical
fabrics,	I	have	tried	to	diagram	these	woven	structures	in
my	own	studio.	The	drawings	are	an	attempt	to
understand	how	the	yarns	are	traveling	through	space
and	give	me	directions	for	reweaving	a	new	pattern	based
on	the	same	principles.	Even	the	materials	are	a	blown-
up	version	of	the	historical	swatches.	I	have	used	colorful
paracord	rope	to	literally	outline	the	path	of	the	yarns	in
my	samples,	and	then	compare	to	the	smaller	and
monochrome	lace	from	the	18th	century.	
I	have	examined	these	fabrics	in	person,	under	a
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Above:	RISD	Museum	textile	swatch.	Accession	number	52.238.11
Previous	page	left:	RISD	Museum	objects:	18th	c.	French	Galloons,
Louis	XVI.	Accession	numbers	11.211	-	11.217.
Previous	page	right:	My	woven	sample	using	paracord
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pick	glass,	under	a	microscope,	and	then	in	person	again.
The	way	of	looking	completely	changes	the	structural
understanding	of	the	textile.	This	repeated	zoom	in	/
zoom	out	type	of	looking	is	common	in	textile	design,
and	even	more	so	in	woven	design.	Underwood	describes
this	type	of	vision	as	he	looks	at	a	paintings	as,	“...moving
from	the	painted	whole	to	individual	detail	and	then	back
to	the	whole	(as	perhaps	did	also	the	artist	who	created
the	work),	beauty	surreptitiously	draws	me	in	and,	like	a
child,	I	just	stare.”(16)	
But	this	way	of	looking	seems	to	permeate	my	life
in	general,	both	as	a	maker	and	an	observer.	A	few	weeks
ago,	I	was	riding	in	the	car	when	it	started	snowing.	It
was	barely	cold	enough	to	allow	for	snow,	and	so	the
flakes	were	large,	fluffy	pom	poms.	They	landed	against
the	window	with	such	drama,	as	if	in	slow	motion.	The
crystals	were	large	enough	that	I	could	see	the	individual
patterns	glisten	for	a	moment	in	the	light,	before
dissolving	and	being	replaced	by	others.	I	could	see	each
shape	distinctly,	just	like	the	macro	pictures	you	see
trending	on	the	internet.	It	made	me	think	of	how	we	are
taught	to	cut	paper	snowflakes	around	the	holidays.
Folding	white	pieces	of	paper	into	half,	quarter,	eighth.
Cutting	out	triangles	to	mimic,	in	an	elementary	way,	the
shape	and	absolute	uniqueness	of	a	snowflake.	It	seems
like	such	a	clumsy	representation	of	something	that	is	so
fine,	delicate,	and	infinite.
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Draw	down	draft	for	three	end	leno	from	A	Treatise	on	the	Art	of
Weaving:	Illustrated	by	Engravings:	with	Calculations	and	Tables	for	the
Use	of	Manufacturers	by	John	Murphy.	Published	by	Blackie,
Fullarton,	&	Co.,	1827.	Plate	6.
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Macroscopic	image	of	the	museum	swatch	on	the	previous	page	showing	the
warp	transitioning	from	leno	to	plain	weave.
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IV.	CONCLUSION
I	would	be	overlooking	a	large	contributor	of	the
idea	of	sensation	to	art	history,	if	I	failed	to	mention	Paul
Cézzanne.	Cézzanne’s	pursuit	in	painting	was	not
depicting	what	he	knew	(based	on	Renaissance	architects,
dependent	on	one	point	in	space	in	a	single	point	in
time),	but	instead	painting	how	he	saw	(through	two	eyes,
moving	in	space,	as	time	passes).	For	him,	“the	solution
was	found	by	walking	a	tightrope	between	his	mind	and
his	feelings,	between	his	“optique”	and	his	“logique,”
between	the	past	and	the	future.”(17)	This	way	of	looking,
these	sensations,	for	Cézzanne	was	how	he	observed
nature.	It	is	probably	also	how	Rilke	viewed	the	ineffable
17.	Willette,	Jeanne.	“Paul	Cézanne.”	Art	History	Unstuffed,	10	Dec.
2010,	arthistoryunstuffed.com/paul-cezanne/.
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shawl,	and	it	is	how	I’m	proposing	that	we	look	at
exquisite	craft.	Because	through	this	deep	looking	at,	we
can	experience	wonder.	
This	tightrope	analogy	also	seems	fitting,	since
Lisa	Scull,	my	thesis	chair,	has	described	my	artistic
process	as	a	tightrope	walk—that	she	never	knows	how
I’m	going	to	pull	it	off,	but	in	the	end,	I	do.	(Or,	I	have	so
far!)	But	certainly,	there	are	many	binary	themes	that	I’ve
touched	on	(sublime/wonder,	close/distant,	inside/
outside,	knowns/unknowns)	that	to	try	and	understand,
we	must	analyze	the	boundary	in	between.	
In	my	studio	practice,	I	hope	to	move	my	work
from	the	known	(craft)	into	the	unknown	(wonder),	by
pushing	materials	and	their	histories,	fibers,	and	the
surfaces	they	create	far	enough.	Perhaps	one	day,	I	might
approach	the	level	of	the	exquisite.	In	the	meantime,	I’ll
continue	to	wonder	about	wonder.
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